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Using Data Visualization to Examine Translated Korean Literature
Kyung Eun (Alex) Hur and Hyokyoung Yi

Introduction
In May 2016, the English translation of a South Korean fiction book called The
Vegetarian won the Man Booker International Prize, one of the world’s most prestigious
literary awards. The Vegetarian was Han Kang’s first novel to be translated into English by
Deborah Smith, a British translator. The work was also chosen as one of the NY Times Book
Review’s “The 10 Best Books of 2016.” It is considered translated Korean literature’s biggest
win since Kyung-Sook Shin’s Please Look After Mom won the closing Man Asian Literary Prize
in 2012.
Korean literature is becoming one of the major Korean cultural icons for global
citizens, joining the Korean waves of drama and K-POP. The translation of literary works into
other languages is a key factor in connecting people with different languages. In light of the
increasing attention to the translation of Korean literary works, the idea emerged to gather
data on the Korean literary works that have been translated into other languages to better
examine the historical and current trends of Korean literary translations.
Many print publications of the compilation of translated works exist (Han'guk
Munhak Pŏ nyŏ gwŏ n, 2002; Kim, 1998; Kim, 2012; Park, 1993), and the Literature
Translation Institute of Korea (LTI Korea) Library offers an online bibliography of the
Korean
literature
translated
into
various
languages
on
its
website
(http://library.klti.or.kr/bibliography). However, these thick reference volumes do not
provide a quick and easy snapshot for understanding the whole picture of the translation
trends in Korean literature. Although the online bibliography does provide some easier
access to translated titles by language, publication year, country, and genre, neither resource
provides visual access that can be grasped quickly. They also do not have the interactive
functions that users can use to view, sort, and rank the information in a visually presentable
way.
As data analysis and visualization have been rapidly introduced in many research
areas, including humanities, this project’s goal was set to visualize the translation data of
Korean literature using Tableau, an interactive visualization tool, to better examine the topic.
The study also aimed to discover any new findings or hidden information through data
analysis with the help of new technology. Finally, the study hopes to bring a new perspective
to the topic so that users can dig in for more information on their own.
Methodology
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Data Source
In order to create an accurate and meaningful visualization, it was very important for
us to carefully select accurate and reliable data. We began the data-selection process by
looking through credible online open sources that hold catalogued data of translated Korean
literature, such as OCLC WorldCat, National Library of Korea (국립중앙도서관), and LTI
Korea (한국문학번역원). Manually collecting all bibliographic data from these open sources
was not possible. For example, OCLC WorldCat offered no freely available option to search
for all the books translated from Korean. Thus, we contacted the other open source
organizations to get data on the translated books. However, obtaining such data from OCLC
WorldCat and National Library of Korea was not successful. OCLC WorldCat’s data service
was very costly, and National Library of Korea’s data were lacking in terms of the amount
provided. In the end, we decided to go with the data provided by LTI Korea, which did not
involve costs but had a comprehensive number of bibliographic records for the use of our
study.
Data Description
LTI Korea’s catalogue had a total of 4,526 book records. Each book’s record included
metadata on the author, publication date, original title, translated title, translated language,
genre, and translator. In order to improve the dataset, we also manually added data on the
original year of translation to determine the translation time for the books. Our target
literary period was from the Korean pre-modern classics to modern literature. We filtered
out non-literary materials, such as biographies, self-improvement books, children’s
literature, and books with multiple or unknown authors. In terms of genres, we included in
the dataset fiction, poetry, soap opera scripts, and diaries/journals. The exclusion was made
to make the data more consistent and relevant to each other for comparison and analysis.
After filtering out the unnecessary data, we were left with a total of 2,172 books. These data
were used for this project.
Data Processing
We pre-processed the finalized data to ensure data quality by making sure that the
information was complete, consistent, and accurate (Lemieux et al., 2014). Much of the data,
especially the titles and years of translation, was missing, inaccurate, or inconsistent. Thus,
it took some time for thorough data cleaning and editing. In this step, we made sure that the
data did not have any missing values or inconsistencies. We also conducted discrepancy
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detection to ensure that there were no outliers or errors in the domain of each attribute.
Finally, we excluded the inconsistent use of numbers, names, and data representations.
Data Visualization
After pre-processing the data, we sought the best possible way to visualize the data.
We decided to use Tableau as our tool for various reasons. First, Tableau offers a tabular
nature for viewing data. Second, it is the most recent and up-to-date interactive visualization
tool that is flexible and fast. Third, Tableau was freely available to test and had all the
necessary visual presentation features that we wanted to use for our study. In addition to
the public nature of this program, which made it easier to access by anyone who wished to,
we were able to get the Tableau desktop version for free so we could freely test the data for
visual presentation. We also wanted to create a way for users to easily view and understand
the data. Tableau fulfills this goal with its fast interactivity and good user interface. Tableau
enables the quick transformation of data into a picture, allowing for various types of
visualizations. It also has the ability to make the visualizations pleasing and interactive for
the user to understand different parts of the data in different views.
Bar graphs were chosen to represent the ranks of translated books and authors as
they are best for comparing different groups. A line graph was chosen to visualize the
number of books translated each year as it is best for showing trends. Packed bubble charts
were chosen to easily compare the popularity of genres and languages to the rest based on
differences in sizes. To give a variety of information in one view, we applied various filters
in each section.
Tableau Presentation and Analysis
An interactive visualization using the LTI Korea data was created and designed using
Tableau Desktop (see captured image below). This work is published on Tableau Public at
https://public.tableau.com/profile/publish/TransKoreanLit/Master#!/publish-confirm.
Interactivity of the visualization allows the user to view selected information in detail. When
the user hovers over a section, such as a bar in a bar chart, a point on a trend line, or a section
in a pie chart, a tooltip with detailed information appears and the associated graphs may
change.
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Literature Rank
In the Literature Rank section, users can see the rank of translated Korean literature.
As the bar graph shows, Please Take Care of My Mother (엄마를 부탁해) by Kyung-Sook Shin
is the most translated piece of literature. If the user hovers over a bar, a tooltip appears with
information on the author, publication year, number of languages it has been translated into,
and number of times it has been published. In addition, a book’s cover image, year line graph,
and translated languages section change to reflect the book’s information. For example,
when the user hovers over the Please Take Care of Mom bar, the book image on the right
updates to its book cover and, under it, the translated languages section updates according
to the relevant data; the year line graph also changes accordingly. When Please Take Care of
Mom is selected, it shows 15 different years and the number of published books,
representing the publication trend of the translated book. When users change the slide, they
can view all the ranks. The ranks can also be re-sorted by language and genre at the user’s
discretion.
Please Take Care of My Mother was translated into 20 different languages and
published 24 times. This book is also the most recently published book among the top 20
translated Korean books. Despite having the most translated versions of a book, the author
Shin ranked fourth on the list of the most translated authors. One can hypothesize that the
topic of the literature is the foremost important factor of its success across different cultures.
The main theme of Shin’s book, motherhood, is understood and empathized universally. It
would be interesting to determine if this is evident across all top books. It would also be
important to see the use of the literature outside of classrooms since the primary market for
translated books are for course materials (Galasso and Park, 2017).
Locally renowned literature published after 2010 is not on the top 35 list, which
comprises of 45 books. A few examples are 28 by Jeong Yu-jeong (published in 2013) and
Eungyo (은교) by Park Bum Shin. One possible reason for the lack of post 2010 literature in
the top list is the long length of time needed for translation. According to LTI Korea’s data,
the average time for a book to be translated was 16.86 years (excluding the Korean premodern classics published before the New Literature era in 1894).
Year
The line graph shows an upward trend for translated books published between 1922
and 2015. The graph represents the fact that Korean literature was largely unknown to the
world until the 1980s (Cerralbo, 2011). After the 1980s, the outside world showed an
increased curiosity, and the government strongly pushed for the translation of Korean
literature (Cerralbo, 2011). Thus, the path to translation was not always the norm. There
was a major drop in the publication of translated books from 2005 to 2008, dropping from
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130 published books in 2005 to 69 in 2008. Other factors affected the publication or
translation market during that time, such as the 2007–2008 global financial crisis. The crisis
is assumed to have affected the entire world, causing the book publishing market to diminish
and thereby affecting the translation and publication of Korean literature. In 2009, the
number of translated books began to increase again, and the total number of annual
publications increased by 58 between 2008 and 2011. The rise could be linked to the new
Korean Wave, Hallyu 2.0, that began in 2008 (Jin, 2012). Another point to note is the
difference between the number of translated version of the top-rated books and all
remaining books. The average number of translated versions for the top 20 books (0.07% of
the total) is 15, compared to one for the rest of the books (98.3%). This shows that that the
market for translated Korean books is not evenly distributed. It is heavily concentrated on a
few books published between 1979 and 2008.
Genre and Language
The pie charts in the middle show the distribution of genres and languages. English is
the most translated language (22%), and fiction is the most translated genre (67%). It is not
surprising that English is the most translated language since it is a global language that is
being used in more than 80 countries (CIA, 2017). Chinese (16.48%) and Japanese (16.30%)
followed, which was also predicted as they are neighboring countries to Korea with cultural
similarities. An examination of the translated languages rank could reveal undiscovered
relationships between Korea and other countries. Fiction (67.64%) as the most popular
genre is not surprising since most of Korean literature is fiction. As for poetry translations,
it is the second largest genre at 23.67%. Korean poetry has a long history since the Chosŏ n
dynasty, which could be the reason for its large proportion. However, it would be interesting
to get more insights by comparing other cultures’ literature.
Authors Rank
The last section of the visualization is the rank of the authors. The top 30 authors who
published the most translated versions of their work are, unsurprisingly, all authors who are
renowned in Korea. The authors are ranked by the number of times their books have been
translated and published. Yi Mun-yol is at the top; his books were published a total of 64
times. The bars next to the author’s name give information on the books published. The
segmented sections within a bar indicate one piece of literature. For example, Yi Mun-yŏ l has
17 pieces of literature (segmented sections) that were translated and published into
different languages. Our Twisted Hero (우리들의 일그러진 영웅) was published 17 times and
translated 13 times. The shades of a bar represent the number of pieces of literature. The
more literature, the more teal; the less literature, the more yellow. For example, Ko Un has
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28 pieces of literature, so the bar shows more teal, but Oh Jung hee only has 10 pieces of
literature, so her bar lacks teal and instead is more yellow.
Conclusion
As we are in the field of librarianship, we sought to use bibliographic metadata for a
visualization using the most current application (i.e., Tableau) so that anyone could
understand the data in easier and more meaningful ways. At the same time, the goal of this
mini-study was to take full advantage of Tableau, which is increasingly popular and highly
used in data visualization. We hope our study offers some thoughts for future research topics
for libraries and librarians to explore and utilize bibliographic metadata, which we have long
invested in, maintained, and owned across libraries.
We not only learned the importance of the data source, but also realized that—even
for a smaller scale study like ours—we have to rely heavily on good quality data. Without
such quality, the research could be full of fundamental flaws. In addition, the data cleaning
process could be an overwhelming job, further putting at risk the subsequent step of data
analysis or visualization.
The most challenging issue for our study was securing the data set using open sources
so that we could minimize the expense that might be incurred for any project like this. For
example, OCLC World Cat records are freely available public records, but crawling through
the bibliographic metadata from the current platform is limited in terms of enabling any
public to obtain and use the data freely and comprehensively. We spent quite a lot of time
figuring out possible approaches through OCLC, but ultimately none were feasible without
going through their fee-based services in order to obtain the information we sought.
Furthermore, as librarians, we lacked very specific skills and knowledge dealing with
technology involving data crawling. Even with help from experts in those areas, we spent
some time concluding that the data were only available through OCLC’s fee-based services
due to the database’s complexity and large scale. It would be our wish for OCLC to provide
the bibliographic data with a pre-developed tool enabling any researcher or member of the
public to use the data set more easily.
Still much remains to be discovered if more comprehensive bibliographic data from
OCLC could be easily accessible for future research. For example, the current study could be
expanded to world literature and translated works. It would be fascinating to understand
the relationship between world literature and translated works through languages,
publication dates and countries, genres, and locations of holding libraries, as such an
approach would provide a much bigger scale for visualizing the whole picture. Such efforts
would highlight some interesting trends or phenomena in translation studies.
Using Tableau’s technology for data uploading and its convenience, it would be more
meaningful and useful to update the translation data regularly if LTI Korea could provide
them on a regular basis. Our study ends with the most current data (as of early 2016), but
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the translated works keep growing every day, with more and more books being published in
world languages. Capturing the most recent picture of translated literature today would be
highly desirable.
This study has many limitations in terms of data set, analysis, visual presentation, and
comparison with other Tableau presentations. Nonetheless, we hope our efforts have
provided the opportunity to open up the discussion on potential use of bibliographic data for
future related research involving cataloging metadata.
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